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Introduction 
Uktamovna (2025) explained that Adolescence between the ages of 10 and 19 years is critical for physical, emotional and social growth and development. During this phase, youth are forming and consolidating their sense of self, are establishing connections, and are more susceptible to others' perspectives. Adolescents are using social media sites like Instagram, TikTok, Snapchat, and Facebook in their daily lives. They work to facilitate communication, learning and self-expression for young people. Social media, however, can also have a detrimental impact on mental well-being, with an increase in anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, cyberbullying, and comparison with other people. For some adolescents, online support and friendship are a benefit, but for others, problems with emotions are caused by negative online experiences. These effects vary from person to person and can be explained by psychological theories. 
The essay is an examination of how social media is affecting the mental health of adolescents and the theories proposed by Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby's Attachment Theory. This also explores the advantages and disadvantages of both theories and how relevant these are to health and social care practice.
Social Media and Mental health in adolescence
Valkenburg et al. (2022) Social media plays a significant role for adults to share their experience and communicate with friends but also increase mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Many teens see influencers and celebrities as their role models, resulting in feelings of inadequacy, body image problems, anxiety and depression. A cyber-bullying problem is another large worry which can trigger psychological anxiety, fear, and social isolation. The other significant psychological concern children and young people have is fear of missing out (FOMO), feeling concerned about missing activities or events that have been posted online. This can actually help to make a person stressed, cause physical lack of sleep, and impact their focus in school.
Social media's effect can differ from person to person and in the way that it is used and their emotional well-being. Mental health issues can be exacerbated by overuse and/or bad experiences; with proper use, it can help with communication and learning. For this reason, psychological theories can be beneficial in developing insights into how different adolescents respond well to social media and others respond poorly.
Orenstein and Kaur (2026) found that Erik Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory suggests that humans go through 8 stages; each stage has a psychosocial challenge. The key developmental period for adolescence is between 12 and 18 years, when one is likely to go through the Identity vs Role Confusion stage. In this stage, adolescents actualise their identity, their values, beliefs and future plans. Passing this stage brings a sense of security, self-dependence and self-awareness. But when it goes wrong, a person might be confused about his identity, have low self-confidence, be uncertain about the future, and experience anxiety.
This theory can be used to understand the impact of social media on mental health among adolescents. Likes, comments, and followers are a trend that teens look to for acceptance and approval. Enthusiastic praise can build up self-confidence, and criticisms or low levels of interaction can lower self-esteem and foster rejection. Younger kids are still forming opinions on themselves: They can be swayed by internet comments as well as understand how well they are doing based on how they present themselves online.
Pérez-Torres (2024) stated that another key consideration is social comparison. Adolescents regularly look forward to influencers or celebrities and compare themselves to their looks, lifestyle and success, which are very often a distorted or sanitised portrayal. This can set up unrealistic expectations which can cause stress, anxiety, body image issues and depression. 
These are some of the dangers that accompany social media, but social media can also be positive for identity development. Young people can express their creative self by learning new skills; meeting others with shared interests; and having their creativity supported by others in a supportive online community. The positive experiences can increase confidence and emotional wellbeing.
One of the strengths of Erikson's theory of development is the emphasis on adolescent identity, a topic that is important to understand the effects of social media. However, this theory was developed before the digital age, and it does not directly explain the impact of modern technology. Overall, this theory provides a useful model for understanding how social media can affect emotional wellbeing and identity throughout adolescence. 
Stroebe (2021) found thatthe Attachment theory of John Bowlby refers to how a relationship that occurs in the very early years of life with the primary caregiver has an effect on emotional and social development throughout the entire life of the child. Bowlby identified that children who are consistently loved, cared for and supported are likely to help form secure attachment with their caregivers, but those kids whose care or love is inconsistent or neglected will be able to attain insecure attachment with their caregiver. The Early Experiences create an Internal Working Model that will affect how people feel about themselves, others, and relationships.
This theory is able to account for the differences in how adolescents respond to social media. A secure attachment tends to make teens feel emotionally supported and less apt to seek approval from social media. They do not rely solely on online feedback, feel more certain and can deal with negative remarks or criticism that may appear on the internet.
Conversely, insecurely attached adolescents can be accepted by connecting with likes, comments, and fans. They can also become addicted to social media and feel anxiety or rejection if they don't get enough attention. Others may also develop unhealthy relationships online in order to find some sort of emotional support, thus withdrawing from family and friends in the real world.
But social media works for adolescents as well when they have positive family support. They have access to online tools for communicating, learning, making friends and keeping a balanced 'emotional state' on the internet.
One of the outstanding features of Bowlby's theory is that it can account for the importance of relationships in early childhood on emotional well-being and the capacity for resilience. It assists health and social care workers in recognising young people requiring further services. The theory, however, focuses mostly on young children and will show less focus on peer influence or more modern digital technology. As such, it failed to comprehensively capture everything that impacts the mental health of adolescents in the internet age. 
The impact of social media on adolescent mental health can be explained through both Erikson's Psychosocial Development Theory and Bowlby'sAttachment Theory; however, they serve different parts of mental health issues among adolescents. Tettey et al. (2023) argue that Erikson's theory is about identity development, where adolescents are trying to find places of acceptance and approval whilst working on their identity development. This can explain why they may feel more confident or their self-esteem might improve when they see lots of likes and comments in comparison on the internet. Bowlby's theory centres on early attachment experiences and feelings of security. With the content of that being explained, it does not seem like an invention of any kind is required for most adolescents to have a good relationship with a parent: those with a secure attachment are typically more confident, or they're not much worse off if they experience negative online experiences and rely on the reassurance of their parents less, whereas those with insecure attachment might need more social media reassurance. Both theories have distinct focuses, but they can be related to each other. Erikson's explanation is of identity formation, while Bowlby's is of emotional responses. They create a more comprehensive perspective on adolescent behaviour and the impact social media has on the mental health of teenagers. 
When supporting adolescents' mental health, health and social care practitioners have a significant contribution to make. By reading and recognising young people's symptoms, teachers, school counsellors, nurses, psychologists, and social workers can be alerted that they may be affected by social media and help them. It will be helpful for schools to offer digital literacy programs in social media awareness, safe and responsible use, and unrealistic expectations regarding online content, as well as awareness of cyberbullying. Using a family approach along with education and advice from health and social care professionals, we can support our adolescents to adopt healthy digital behaviours and emotional wellness. 
Conclusion
Overall, social media has both benefits and disadvantages for adolescents' mental health. It is used to communicate, learn, and connect in the social world, but overusing it can lead to higher levels of anxiety, depression, cyberbullying, social comparison and low self-esteem. Theories of Erikson (Psychosocial Development) and Bowlby (Attachment Theory) both help to understand how social media can have an impact on adolescents' identity construction and the need for social acceptance, and how early attachment experiences influence their emotional reactions to online experiences. Both theories have their flaws, but put together they can give a clearer picture of the mental health of teens. 
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